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TO BUILD A NATION

General George Washington's appointment
of a Chief Engineer for the Continental Army
is generally regarded as the act which gave
origin to the United States Army Corps of
Engineers. Appointed on 16 June 1775, Colo-
nel Richard Gridley was a logical choice .
Firmly aligned to the American Cause, he was
a mature officer of considerable military
experience and probably the most gifted
engineer then residing in the New World. As a
military engineer he had planned the fortifica-
tions around Lake George, had supervised the
construction of Fort William Henry . As Cap-
tion of Artillery in the British-Colonial Army,
he took part in the expedition against Louis-
burg in 1745 and commanded the Provincial
Artillery at Crown Point in 1755 and in the
capture of Quebec .

Captain Gridley, British officer, had aided
in fortifying the harbor of his home town,
Boston, in 1746 . Twenty-nine years later he
was one of Boston's defenders against the
guns of the British fleet . The day after his
appointment as Chief Engineer, Colonel
Gridley, American patriot, directed the erec-
tion of breastworks on Breed's Hill and
furnished ordance to his unmilitary code-
fenders in the first major battle of the War for
Independence, an engagement known to his-
tory as the battle of Bunker Hill . Wounded in
that famous fight, the 64 year old Gridley did
not again take the field but continued as
Engineer General of the Eastern Department
until 1780 .

Developing an effective engineering force
from native materials must have been frustrat-
ing. A school of engineering in the American
tradition would not exist for another 50
,years ;' in 1775 there were only a few frontier
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surveyors, some practical men of yankee
genius and a handful of trained Frenchmen .
The latter were officers experienced in plan-
ning fortifications, who loaned their skills and
their sympathies to the American Cause . With
this motley and underequipped force the
fledgling department of a threadbare army
undertook to win a war . The urgency of the
work to be done and the determination of the
men who had to do it have come down to us
in their motto, "Essayons" (We will try) .
Ninety-one years elapsed before "Phila-

delphia District" became an official designa-
tion. Projects undertaken in the intervening
period established precedents which pro-
vided the framework for subsequent area
operations. At the beginning the military
mission was paramount-and defense of the
new seat of government had first priority . The
Delaware River and Estuary were to be
guarded from the threats of the British Navy
by installing a warning system and building
fortifications .

After the treaty of Paris recognized Ameri-
can Independence in 1783 the Continental
Army Corps of Engineers2 was dissolved. But
in 1794 President Washington appointed an-
other Frenchman 3 to command a new Corps,
established by Congress and designated as the
Corps of Artillerists and Engineers . A year
later, the training of young officers and men
in the art of military engineering began at
West Point, N .Y ., succeeding the first rough
Engineer School established 17 years before
at Valley Forge in 1777 . The organization was
to be short-lived . It had been created pri-
marily to strengthen and extend east coast
and Canadian border fortifications and to
offset the possible spread of the French



Revolution and the French-English conflict to
American shores. By 1802 that threat had
lessened, and accordingly, the Corps was
abolished by an act of Congress dated 16
March of that year, the Engineer School at
West Point having been previously destroyed
by fire in 1796 .

That same act of 1802 established the
present Corps of Engineers and an associated
military academy located at West Point, New
York. It is difficult to assess fully the signifi-
cance of the contribution of Corps and
Academy to the engineering profession in
America or the value of their participation in
the formative works of the nation. Seven
distinguished Chiefs of the Corps were also
Superintendents of the Military Academy
between 1802 and 1863 4 ; they propagated a
tradition of lofty ideals and professional
excellence which has survived to sustain their
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modern counterparts . One other Super-
intendent, not a Chief, was Major Sylvanus
Thayer whose theories and systems of teach-
ing, adopted after 1817, profoundly in-
fluenced the training of American engineers,
both civil and military .
The Corps of Topographical Engineers,

whose function since its inception in 1838
had been the surveying of roads, canals, lakes,
rivers and harbors, combined with the main
body in 1863 in a final consolidation of the
Army's Corps of Engineers. Management of
the Military Academy was opened to all arms
of the service in 1866, when the Corps
established its own engineer school at Willets
Point, New York. Moved again in 1901 to
Washington Barracks, District of Columbia,
the Army Engineer School was finally trans-
ferred after World War I to Camp Humphreys,
Virginia, now known as Fort Belvoir .




